Insight into the causes of the recent secular trend in pediatric obesity: Common sense does not always prevail for complex, multi-factorial phenotypes.
Although the secular increase in pediatric obesity is well-documented, there has been no serious attempt to systematically address the causes of this secular trend. The aim of this paper is to provide a better understanding of the possible causes of the recent secular increase in pediatric obesity by reviewing and synthesizing the available literature pertaining to the topic. The paper addresses caveats and important considerations regarding the body mass index, physical activity, and diet and also considers alternative explanations (stress, sleep, maternal health, epigenetic mechanisms) for the secular trend. It is likely that the increased BMI is due to both an increased fat-free mass and fat mass (including waist circumference). Although total caloric intake has remained unchanged, there was a clear trend in increased simple sugar consumption. It is conceivable that total energy expenditure has decreased because of a decline in spontaneous but not voluntary physical activity. Several indicators of psycho-social stress (antidepressant medication prescriptions and suicide attempts, anxiety) have increased along with a decreased sleep duration. Finally, there is intriguing evidence that suggests that the secular trend is related to a common origin in fetal life that is exacerbated by postnatal events/stressors. The insight gained from examining the possible causes of the trend provides a better understanding of the basic etiology of pediatric obesity and should be incorporated into prevention and intervention models.